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	1. Meeting

**MEETING**

Old Wrinkly puttered around the fire, smiling. He threw a few sticks into the flames and began to whistle an old tune. How long had it been since he had last whistled? He couldn't remember . . . had the Dragon Rebellion truly only lasted a year? It seemed so much longer. It seemed like the whole thing had been a dream, and only after the Dragon Furious had left for the open ocean had he woken up.

He peered at the sticks in the fire, then smiled a little brighter and threw in a couple stones for good measure. Then he uttered a spell that _his_ grandfather, the Old Wrinkly before him, had taught him:

"Arsch-li a cavaugh! Marni-schna kal-hom!"

"Grandfather?" Old Wrinkly looked up to see his grandson, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, standing hesitantly at the threshold of the hut.

"Ah, come in, Hiccup!" he said. Hiccup stepped inside, careful to close the door tight so the Winter Wind of Woden wouldn't blow them both to Valhalla. Old Wrinkly chuckled at the boy's foolishness. The sticks had _clearly_ said that Hiccup would not be heading to Valhalla any time soon. As for Old Wrinkly himself, well, that was another matter.

"You know you're supposed to call me Your Majesty now, Grandfather," Hiccup said half jokingly as he sat down beside the old man.

Old Wrinkly let out a laugh. How long had it been since last he laughed? "You'll always be Hiccup to me, my boy. Even if you won twenty Black Stars you would still be my little boy!"

"And you will always be my Grandfather," Hiccup replied, "even if the goddess Freya turned you into a beautiful young lady!"

They chortled together, but Old Wrinkly was thinking of something else. Over the past year his grandson's voice had deepened, he had shot up in height, and, if he wasn't mistaken, he even had a bit of stubble growing on his chin. And after he was crowned King, Hiccup seemed more of a man than he ever had before.

But inside, he was still a boy — just a boy who had been through too much and been in too much danger before he turned fifteen. He was a boy who had been forced to grow up much too fast, forced to assume the role of King far before he was ready. Old Wrinkly shouldn't complain — he had saved the Archipelago from certain ruin. But when he saw Hiccup standing with his friends, Fishlegs and Camicazi, he couldn't help noticing how much older he seemed than the other two. As if he was an adult now, and they were still children.

"You know that Camicazi girl?" he said to Hiccup. "She's quite pretty. Not a bad swordfighter either."

"She's the only one who ever beat me in a match," Hiccup responded. "But I'm not sure I like where you're going with this, Grandfather . . ."

"Camicazi, Queen of the Hooligan Tribe and the Wilderwest!" Old Wrinkly tried out, teasing his grandson further. "Not a bad title. What do you think?"

"Old Wrinkly, _we are not in love_!"

"Have it your way," he acquiesced with a theatrical sigh. "But Fate has a way of getting its way, whether us humans like it or not!" They sat in silence for a bit, the only sound being Toothless snacking on winkles. Old Wrinkly wondered when the little dragon would grow — he was bound to at some point, but the sticks don't exactly pinpoint a date.

"By the way, Grandfather," Hiccup said at last, breaking the silence, "what were you doing when I came in?"

"Just saving the future," he answered cryptically. He hoped the spell would work.

* * *

><p>Hiccup Horrendous Haddock was an old, old man now. His wife had passed away and his children were grown and gone. The dragons . . . there were no more dragons anymore. And Toothless . . .<p>

Hiccup, an old, old man, bowed his head in grief. Toothless was gone. They would never lock eyes again in that hypnotic dragon-trance, or ride together through the endless skies. They would never explore new islands together, or fly over the open seas, the wind at their backs and laughing for the sheer joy of the salt spray and the clouds and the sky.

It was all gone now. Disappeared, just like the dragons.

And he stood there, head bowed on the precipice of Toothless's favorite cliff on his favorite island, standing on the edge between This World and the Next.

"There were dragons when I was a boy," he whispered, beginning the story he had told to his children and his children's children, so the miraculous creatures would not be forgotten. But here, at the Edge of the World, there was no one to listen but himself.

"There were dragons," he repeated. "There were dragons . . . there were dragons . . ."

It had been so long, Hiccup often found himself almost unable to believe his own story. He closed his eyes.

* * *

><p>When Hiccup opened his eyes, he started as he saw that the sky had changed from a foreboding, stormy gray to a bright, crisp winter day. Snow powdered the ground. Somewhere in the distance, the Winter Wind of Woden screamed, but was too far away to do him any danger.<p>

And, about ten metres away, a little boy with a shock of red hair sat in the snow, hunched over, focusing on something Hiccup could not see.

"Excuse me?" he said, walking over to the boy, boots _crunching_ in the snow. "Are you lost?"

The boy turned around, and their eyes met. They had the same eyes — hunted, and haunted. Dark rings circled his eyes from lack of sleep. His face seemed haggard and old, yet he couldn't have been more than fourteen.

"No," he said simply, then turned back around. Hiccup stepped a little closer to see what he was doing. What he saw made him jump in surprise.

The boy was feeding a _dragon_. And not just any dragon — a . . . er . . . Terrible Terror-looking thing wearing a teensy little fur coat. And the boy was chopping up some haddocks for him into bite-sized pieces, because this dragon had no teeth.

"You've got to be kidding me," he said before he could stop himself. "What is _that_?"

The Terrible Terror suddenly took an affronted expression and huffed out a little plume of smoke. "**T-t-toothless is a **_**w-who**_**, n-not a **_**what**_**! R-r-rude, s-s-skyless d-d-dirt grubber.**"

"_**Manners**_," the boy said patronizingly, _in the language of the dragons_.

"How," Hiccup said incredulously, "how do you know the dragon-language? None of the children do. No one's learned it since the dragons . . ." He trailed off.

"**And h-how do **_**y-you**_**,**" said the rude little dragon, "**K-k-know the language of the l-l-lumpentongue? D-d-didn't think you were s-smart enough to f-figure it out.**"

"**Toothless!**" the boy admonished. He flung his hands in the air, exasperated. "**Did the Wodensfang teach you nothing?**"

"**The W-w-wodensfang t-taught me to n-never, n-n-never trust a h-human. W-we're not like s-s-silly **_**lapdogs**_**. We g-greenbloods are **_**survivors**_**. W-w-e —**"

Tired of the tiny dragon's antics, Hiccup bent over and put his face right in front of him. "**Look, dragon,**" he said in the dragon-language, "**I once thought I could live alone too. So did my dragon. But, as it turned out, we really needed each other. Toothless would have died without my help, and in return he saved my life. So appreciate your human, and —**"

In a single, fluid motion, the dragon leaned over and bit his hand. Hiccup yelped in pain and surprise. For a dragon with no teeth, he had surprisingly hard gums.

"Ohhh, you evil little reptile!"

"Sorry about that," the boy said to him apologetically. "Toothless doesn't particularly like strangers. Or anyone except me, for that matter."

"That's alright," Hiccup replied. "My Toothless — well, he actually liked to call himself the Wodensfang when he got older — was the same way. Except he was a bit more scary," he added, looking at the little dragon slurping up a haddock. "What breed is he? I've never seen a dragon so small."

"Me neither. I thought at first he was a Common-or-Garden, just a little on the small side, but then it turned out —"

"**T-t-toothless is a S-s-seadragonus G-g-giganticus M-m-maximus!**" the dragon cried, letting out a little "Cock-a-doodle-do!" of pleasure.

"Like the Red Death?" Hiccup was skeptical. "Ye-e-eah, I don't think so."

"There's a _Red_ Death?"

"Yeah, but that was a while ago. Didn't you hear the songs about it? No? We killed it, don't worry."

" 'We' being . . ."

"Me and the others in the Dragon Training Programme. Snotlout, Fishlegs, Astrid —"

"Wait, _who_?"

Hiccup looked at the red-haired boy in surprise. "You haven't heard of Astrid? Queen of Berk, best axe-fighter in the northern hemisphere?" He could remember her face like he had seen her yesterday. "She died, just a few months ago. She was my wife."

"I'm sorry," Hiccup said. "But you're wrong. I don't know where you came from, but the Queen of Berk is currently Valhallarama of the White Arms."

"Oh, Thor," Hiccup said, a sudden realization coming over him. "Where am I? Who are you? What is that dragon doing here?"

"**T-t-toothless is the **_**b-best**_ **Lost Thing!**" the dragon crowed.

"You're on the isle of Tomorrow," the boy said. "This is my hunting-dragon Toothless, a baby Sea Dragon. And I happen to be the King of the Wilderwest."

Hiccup couldn't help but laugh. "You're a bit small to be a King!"

"Well, Toothless here is a bit small to be the King's dragon," he countered. He was obviously used to these statements. "And actually, I was only made King yesterday."

Hiccup didn't say anything. He was looking over the expanse of the isle of Tomorrow, a gray, snowy land of fallen towers and rubble. In the distance, a Neverbird cried: _Where are you? Where are you?_

"This place is a bit gloomy, don't you think?" he asked the boy.

"We-e-ell," the boy-King said slowly, "about a hundred years ago there was a terrible war here and the Great City was reduced to rubble. And then over the past year the Dragon Rebellion has set this place on fire a hundred times over, and then I fought the Dragon Furious to stop the Rebellion on the stumps of the Throne of the Wilderwest, so, yes, I would say your assumption is, for the most part, correct.

"I am going to rebuild the Great City here, and it will be called Tomorrow, not because it will last forevermore, but because all things have an end, but this does not mean they cannot be good while they last."

"You sound a lot like me when I was younger," Hiccup thought aloud. "What's your name, King?"

"Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, descendant of Grimbeard the Ghastly."

Hiccup was speechless for a few seconds, then found his voice. "But . . . I'm Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the _First_. Which means . . . this is the _future_. I've come to the future."

* * *

><p>"And my cousin Snotlout sacrificed himself for me. He put on my fire-suit, and climbed on my Windwalker, and led the Alvinsmen away from our boat. He was hit by an arrow and fell into the sea. He was a true Hero. I'll never forget him." Hiccup the Third had tears in his eyes.<p>

"That sounds like my father, Stoick the Vast," said Hiccup the First after his descendant finished his story. "He was the best father I could have had. When Drago Bludvist's army was attacking, he jumped in front of me to take the blow of my dragon Toothless, who was under the Bewilderbeast's spell. A bit like the Red-Rage you were talking about. My father died for me, and I'll never forget that."

"So I guess my father is Stoick the _Second_!" Hiccup the Third said in wonder. "I always thought he was one of a kind. I wonder if he knows."

They traded stories, on the ruined island of Tomorrow, until the sun dipped below the horizon and the Winter Wind began to rage its full force upon the tiny rock in the middle of the ocean.

"The Winter Wind is here," Hiccup the Third said. "We have to get inside. I . . ." He hesitated for a moment. "I know a place." Yet he seemed uneasy.

"You know how to breathe underwater with a dragon, right?"

"Of course. Why?" Hiccup the First asked.

"There's something I want to show you. And it'll offer us shelter from the Wind, too. **Windwalker, take this man to the underwater cavern, the one we found two years before the Rebellion. Please don't let him die. Then come back for me once you're there.**"

A light-blue riding-dragon that Hiccup the First hadn't noticed before gave Hiccup the Third a slobbery kiss. As he plodded toward Hiccup the Third, he noticed that the young dragon walked with a slight limp.

Again, his heart ached for Toothless.

The Windwalker knelt down so Hiccup could climb onto his back. Then he rocketed into the air. Hiccup couldn't help but whoop with glee. His old bones had not ridden a dragon for so long . . .

And the Windwalker dived, plummeted down into the bay. Hiccup held his breath as they plunged in, and let the Windwalker guide him to wherever they were going. Every minute or so Windwalker would stop and breathe air into him so he didn't drown. After several of these stops, the Windwalker finally stopped for good, and gestured to a door. There had once been some sort of carving on it, but it was worn away and faded.

The waves rolling with the Winter Wind of Woden above him, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the First opened the door and stepped inside, to find a cavern full of air — and _treasure_!

Hiccup had never seen so much treasure in one place. Golden goblets, bejeweled swords, gilded shields, all resting atop huge mounds of gold coins and doubloons. He stood, open-mouthed, taking it all in.

"Well?" Hiccup the Third said as he entered the cavern. "I hope you don't want it. I only brought you here because you're a Hiccup, and you didn't seem the type who would want all this."

Of course he wanted it! How stupid — but the more Hiccup the First thought about it, the _less_ he wanted all this treasure. What would he do with it all? What was the point? And how much would it corrupt him?

"No," he said, "I don't want it. I am old, and I am a better man than that."

Hiccup the Third nodded. "Grimbeard the Ghastly left all this to his true Heir, in the hope that by the time his Heir came, the people of the Archipelago would be ready to use these treasures wisely. I may be ready . . . but I know few others who are, at this moment."

He picked up a sword, with a plain hilt but polished to a bright shine. He turned it over in his hand, and Hiccup the First saw the Dragonmark — _his_ Dragonmark — engraved into the hilt.

"I put this in here after I escaped from Prison Darkheart," he said. "Snatched it from a Visithug on the way out. I put it in here for safekeeping — a little addition to Grimbeard's treasure. I put it in here in the hopes that I, someday, would find an Heir who would be worthy of this sword." He held it out to Hiccup the First. "I'd like for you to have it."

"I — thank you," Hiccup the First said, taking the sword. "But I'm an old man, I'm not really sure I'm fit to be your Heir —"

"Take it anyway. But promise, that you'll never tell anyone else about this cavern. Ever. For the rest of your life."

"I promise," he said solemnly.

Hiccup the Third took back the sword, and in one smooth stroke, drew the blade across his hand. Blood smeared the blade, and trickled down in red droplets into the Dragonmark engraving. Hiccup the First took the sword and did the same with his own hand. Blood of kin, blood of Hiccups, blood of old man and child, blood of Chief and King, mixed in the bowl of the Dragonmark, a beautiful, beautiful red.

"A promise is a promise if it is made in blood," Hiccup the Third said, looking into the eyes that were so like his own.

"A promise is a promise," Hiccup the First repeated, his heart heavy, "if it is made in blood."

* * *

><p>"Aft-ah, ohul-eya, faga-naugh!" Old Wrinkly laughed wildly as he tossed sticks and stones every which way into the fire. It was done! It was done! For a promise is a promise, if it is made in blood.<p>

And Hiccup the First, in front of the boy's eyes, disappeared right out of the cavern.

And he reappeared, standing on that same bleak cliff on the isle of Tomorrow, storm clouds gathering under an angry gray sky.

He shook his head, blinked hard. Had it all been a dream? He rubbed his eyes, and blood from his hand smeared his vision.

No, it was not a dream.

For in his left hand, his best hand, a sword engraved with the blood of Hiccups rested.

So he shouted to the skies, to Thor and Woden, to the Guardian Protectors of Tomorrow, to the whole world, "This land shall be called Tomorrow, not because it will last forevermore, but because all things have an end, but this does not mean they cannot be good while they last!"

And he laughed, and he laughed, and he laughed some more.

* * *

><p>Toothless never came back in Hiccup's lifetime. Only once did he return, to be under the service of Speedfast's father, and then he called himself THE WODENSFANG. And he was employed by Speedfast to guard the Crown of the Wilderwest, and kill all who tried to steal it. And so he did, diligently, for a hundred years, until a certain Hiccup boy came to claim it.<p>

As for Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the First himself, he lived the rest of his life knowing that the dragons were NOT doomed, and they would come back in time, and the stories that he had told his children and his children's children would be taken to heart and dragons would be trained again and befriended again.

Unfortunately, all things have an end, and when the time came Speedfast became King and changed his name to Grimbeard the Ghastly and enslaved the dragons and the Dragonmark became the Slavemark. But it is more a question of two steps forward, one step back. For then another Hiccup came, who dared to question his father's authority. But that story we'll save for another time.

And the sword, the one older than the Dragonsword, with the hilt decorated only with blood and a promise? Well, I'm sorry to say it was not taken very good care of, and a few generations after Hiccup the First's time it was lost, and was found quite a long time afterward by a Visithug raiding a Peaceable boat. His name was Very Vicious, and owned an delightful, stupid little Hogfly who was Hiccup the Third's faithful companion throughout the long and dreadful War.

Old Wrinkly died, twenty years later, after battling a long and painful illness to which there was no cure. He died on the same day his daughter, Valhallarama, was killed on the battlefield.

Hiccup lost both his mother and grandfather that day, two of the people who he had most loved. But he was comforted somewhat by the fact that father and daughter had gone down together in the same way — old, and still fighting.

He wondered what Hiccup the First would say to them as he welcomed them into Valhalla.

* * *

><p>AN: I know that ending was really depressing. I also know that there are some holes in my theory, and I have explanations for all of them, but I couldn't fit the explanations into this fic. I hope you enjoyed!


	2. Scourge This World With Fire

A/N: A short AU in which Hiccup didn't set free the Dragon Furious. Was that correct grammar? Probably not but idk

* * *

><p><strong>SCOURGE THIS WORLD WITH FIRE<strong>

Hiccup looked into the yellow eye of the Dragon Furious, this great Seadragonus Giganticus Maximus, the eye that was filled with a sadness that could only be achieved by a great tragedy, left to fester and rot in a prison of a forest in the heart of one who could not let the past go. Not a speck of love remained in this dragon, nor hope, nor sympathy, nor kindness. He may as well have been a dragon made of stone. Stone eye, unblinking. Stone scar, unchanging. Stone heart, broken.

In the presence of this behemoth of a dragon, the gods' steed itself, Hiccup finally found the courage to speak. "**I AM Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, the son of Stoick the Vast and Valhallarama of the White Arms and Chunky Thighs . . . and I am a Dragonwhisperer like my ancestor, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Second, who was once your blood-brother. By the love you once bore my ancestor, I beg you to hear me. Look, I am speaking to you in Dragonese . . .**"

And Hiccup looked away from the Dragon's catlike stare, for his gaze was too bright and yet too dark for him to bear.

"**You are speaking the truth,**" said the Dragon Furious. "**Much good it may do you,**" he continued, "**for I should warn you, Boy-Who-Has-a-Name-I-Once-Loved, that not a speck of that love remains. Not a jot. Not a whisper. One hundred years of captivity has drained every last drop of that love from me, and I am cured for ever. If I were to have the time again, I would not tarry in that Cursed Bay to weep precious salt tears over his dead body, so that the humans could wrap me around in chains and bury me in this forest. No, I would spread my wings and take off into the bright blue sky and leave him for the fishes to eat . . . I have been well punished for my weakness in loving and trusting a human.**"

And Hiccup wished he could sympathize with this Dragon, but he could not. A dragon with no love, no hope, no sympathy, no kindness, a broken heart healed by death's stare. He turned the key-that-opens-all-locks in his hand. Could he free the Dragon Furious? And more importantly, _should_ he? The dragon's eyes held nothing but darkness in their light.

He looked at the key, tarnished and rusty but, if he held it up to the light in just the right way, it still shone in places as if it was made of new steel.

_What should he do?_

"**A promise is a promise,**" Hiccup thought aloud, "**if it is made on your heart.**"

Stone eye, stone scar, stone heart, stone soul, a bloodless promise. Broken flesh, broken heart, broken life, broken forest, a promise made of air, just empty words until it is too late.

_Too late, too late . . ._

Hiccup say in the cat's eyes of the Dragon Furious nothing but the reflection of the forest around him, endless circles of trees and sky.

The forest had grown around the Dragon, ferns sprouting in the disused keyholes of his chains, vines weaving through his scales that head grown cracked not from age, but from despair.

How do you break a dragon's heart? The answer did not lie in the story of a ghost-mother, or the cracked shell of a Grimler Dragon's egg, or even a boy bleeding to death, his blood staining white knights and kings red. No, the answer lay all around Hiccup, staring forever at a sky he could never touch, wishing for a sea where he would never swim, surrounded by greenery that would only ever be lit by the soft light of the moon, and never ignited by dragon fire.

_Too late, too late . . ._

"**What must I do for you to let me out of this forest alive?**"

The Dragon Furious was a ruthless killer. He prided himself on possessing the mercy of the merciless, the love of the loveless. But this boy had entered his prison, speaking the language of the greenbloods and bearing a dragon with a scar over his heart, and the Dragon Furious had felt the smallest feeling wake up inside him at the sight of the kin of his blood-brother. He foresaw that this boy would bring the end of the dragons. He knew he should incinerate this Hiccup the Third right then and there, but . . . he could not.

"**Go,**" The Dragon Furious said. "**Leave and never come back. And if I ever find you in this forest again, I will unleash my fire until you are nothing but a pile of cinders sinking into the soil.**"

Hiccup knew the Dragon meant it. He took one step backwards, then another, the Dragon Furious's yellow eye still trained on him. Then he turned and ran away.

The Dragon Furious settled back into his chains, old bones creaking and broken heart breaking. But he saw something in the dead leaves of the forest floor — a shimmer of silver. _Was it what he thought it was?_

Ever so carefully, he reached out a claw and scooped out the something silver. He brought the object so close to his eyes that they crossed, and he could not believe his incredible luck.

It took hours to unlock all his chains, as many of the keyholes were overgrown with moss and difficult to find, and the metal itself screeched and whined, as if the gods themselves were resisting Furious's release.

But the Dragon Furious had never believed in gods.

When he finally shook the last chain from his battered wings, he felt lighter than he had in a hundred years. He spread his wings, already looking less cracked and a healthier shade of blue.

He took a deep breath and engulfed the forest in flames.

"**A promise is a promise,**" said the Dragon Furious, "**If it is made in FIRE!**"

On the outskirts of the forest, Hiccup watched the flames swallow the trees whole. And he knew he had made a terrible mistake.

For the Dragon was coming.


	3. The Monster of the Amber Slavelands

**THE MONSTER OF THE AMBER SLAVELANDS**

I have been a slave as long as I can remember.

The Slavemark is burned into my forehead, a permanent, ever-present reminder of who I am. I try to cover it with my hood most of the time. The hood is attached to a bear-skin suit that I stole from another Wanderer who, like all the others, came and was Lost. The bear-suit is a bit big for me, but I don't mind. I need it, because I'm a Wanderer and Wanderers are wild.

Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be a real Wanderer, traversing the Icy Wastes in our dog-sleds and sailing the seven seas in our magnificent fleet of ships. I often imagine I have a little brother, and a scary grandmother and a Bear-Mama, and the four of us play in the endless snow of the North, singing together as a family. And I mean _snow_, real snow, not the grayish sludge that trickles down into the Slavelands from the mountains every few winters or so. It creeps over the sands the color of blood and it's always streaked with crimson when it gets to Prison Darkheart, so the snow looks like it's fought a hard-won war just to make it to Prison Darkheart. I've never seen snow that's not bleeding like that, but I can imagine.

It's white, the purest, most perfect white in the world, so white that if the red sands tried to attack it with their bloody armies they would be blinded and fall down dead at the snow's feet. It sparkles in the sunlight brighter than the most valued piece of amber, and when it falls to the ground in little powdery flakes it looks like the sky is sparkling with a million diamonds. It makes the brilliance of all of Alvin the Treacherous's finery look like a lump of coal, burned to ashes and discarded. It makes the Jewel that the witch seeks so badly look like a bit of common rock, pockmarked and bruised from the ravages of time. Because the snow is new, and it is perfect. It clings onto bushes and trees, the flakes protecting the precious life from the sun or rain or hail or whatever might come their way. It is as silent as a dragon's grave.

I remember the dragons' grave because that one day the Dragon Rebellion was beating down on Prison Darkheart with a force the likes of which had never been seen before, and I watched through the barred window as the slave-ship zigged and zagged through the red sands, dodging the Rebellion's blows as it desperately tried to dock. Eventually a lightning strike landed on one end of it and fire bloomed on the deck. I remember the people, the hundred or so people, all with new Slavemarks shining white-hot on their foreheads, being herded off the ship and sludging the last few hundred yards to Prison Darkheart. I remember a boy at the back of the crowd, a boy with smashed glasses and a face like a haddock who hung behind as if he still had not come to terms with the fact that he was now a slave, whether he liked it or not. He looked up at the dark heart of the prison, and I could have sworn he saw me at the window, just a little Wanderer girl in a bear-suit with a Slavemark just like his. For just a moment, we looked into each other's eyes, reflections of our own. Lost tribes, lost lives, lost everything . . . then at the sting of the slave-master's whip the boy stumbled forward, and disappeared into the crowd again.

I remember the dragons' grave because that was the day Fishlegs came.

* * *

><p>He stumbled into the main hall, unsure of where he was or why he was here. I couldn't sympathize with him, for I have lived in Prison Darkheart for as long as I can remember, but I have seen many a slave enter the prison with the same bewildered expression. He was battered and bruised, his clothes no more than rags and showing the bare skin of his ankles and wrists, as if he had grown too fast for his clothes to catch up. He walked around with a nervous tic, constantly putting his hand up to his forehead to feel his newly-burned Slavemark as if he didn't quite believe it was actually there. He pushed his smashed glasses up his nose and he saw me again, and I glimpsed the recognition in his eyes. I was the little Wanderer girl in a bear-suit with a Slavemark just like his.<p>

Someone else recognized him too.

"Fish-eggs!" I yelped as a booming voice echoed across the hall. Stoick the Vast, unofficial chief of the Amber-Hunters, came galumphing past me, beard the color of the bleeding sands flying crazily everywhere. "Fish-eggs! Why are you here, boy?" He put his huge hairy paws on the runner-bean of a boy's shoulders. "I asked that Snotlout to pardon you!" he bellowed, because Stoick never spoke in anything below a bellow. "I told him you'd be no use in the Slavelands, with those skinny arms and your asthma and —"

"Well obviously he _didn't_," the boy Fishlegs interrupted, "or else I wouldn't be here now. And thank you for pointing out my asthma. That makes me feel _so_ much better."

That was the first time I ever saw Stoick the Vast, Terror of the Seas, O Hear His Name and Tremble, Ugh, Ugh look sheepish. He shrugged his shoulders a little.

"Just telling it like it is, Fish-eggs, just like it is." He grabbed the boy Fishlegs's shoulders a little tighter, and spoke with a sudden urgency. "Have you seen Hiccup, Fish-eggs? Please tell me you have. Is he alright? Whenever new slaves come in I'm always afraid I'll see his face in the crowd. Please, do you know if he's alright? Tell me he's doing alright!"

Fishlegs slowly shook his head. "I don't know where he is, Chief. I was put into prison the moment Alvin took over Flashburn School. The last time I saw Hiccup I was giving him my lucky lobster-claw necklace." He raised a hand to his heart, grasping for something that wasn't there. I was reminded of all the times I had reached out into the winter sky, hoping for snow to fall into my open palms.

Stoick seemed to crumple. "That's alright, Fish-eggs. I didn't expect you to know anyway. I was just hoping . . ." Dejectedly, he headed back toward the dinner table and put his head in his hands.

Wanting to console the poor Chief, I laid a small white paw on his arm. He looked up, surprised.

"I know where your son Hiccup is," I lied. "He's safe in hiding, planning to rescue you and Gobber and all the Hooligans here in Darkheart. He has his hunting-dragon with him, the little green toothless one, and he knows he will win this war because his dragon is the last Lost Thing, and the Best One. And Alvin won't be able to be crowned King without all the Lost Things." I repeated the words I had recited to myself night after night, trying to convince myself that Alvin would not become King. Because Alvin must not become King, ever.

"How do you know?" asked Stoick.

"I can feel it in my bones," I answered cryptically. "Wanderers can tell these things, you know. We're scary too," I added, "the scariest Vikings in the Archipelago. AAAAAARRRGGGHHHH!" I shouted, making claws with my fingers and leaping at Stoick.

"Whoa, Eggingarde!" Stoick said in mock horror, flinging his arms back. "You almost made me choke up my haddock!"

I smiled, not just because I knew I was scary but because I had taken Stoick's mind off his lost son. When you're in the Slavelands, you've got to stop worrying about what's outside the prison walls if you ever want to be — well, happy isn't quite the right word for it. You have to stop worrying if you ever want this place to be _tolerable_.

"Can I . . . sit here?" a hesitant voice asked, and I looked up to see the boy Fishlegs looking nervously at the empty spot beside me. I made to respond, but Stoick beat me to it.

"Of COURSE you can, my boy!" he said, thumping Fishlegs so hard on the back that _he_ would have choked up his haddock if he had eaten any. "We've all got to stick together now! Hooligan hearts forever, am I right?"

We would stick together. Like the glue that binds a hopeful ship together. Like a redheaded boy and the dragons he loved. Like the blood that weeps from the red sands, coming in with the tide and receding, bubbling up like a monster from the sticky ground.

There are diamonds in the earth and the sands paint them red so we mistake them for amber. Sometimes they are the warm yellow of honey or the deep scarlet of spilled blood. They could be the orange of a sunset sky or pink as snow on a battlefield littered with corpses. Once I found a piece of amber with two dragonflies trapped inside. They were entwined together, as if they were in love or in the middle of a fight. When something is frozen in time like that, it's hard to tell.

That's how we'll know when we find the real Jewel, the Dragon Jewel that the witch is searching so desperately for. It will be the only diamond so bright it will shine through the suffocating stench of death. Because when the tide comes in the sands are flooded with the blood of the Battles of Every Night, the dragon and human blood spilt out of hate and mixing together in one cistern, creating a lasting Mark upon the sands borne out of beautiful pain.

* * *

><p>"You can sleep here, Fish-eggs." I gestured to the bed next to mine. "Make yourself comfortable."<p>

"It's Fish_legs_," he corrected. "And it looks like it's already taken," he said, eyeing the rumpled blankets skeptically.

"It used to belong to Loudbelly of the Lost," I said. "He used to snore a lot. Do you snore?"

"What happened to Loudbelly?" Fishegs asked.

I paused. "I can't tell you that. The witch says it's bad for morale."

Fishlegs let out a mirthless laugh, a cross between a bark and a gasp. "The witch locks us up _here_, and forces us to go amber-hunting every day, and she's worried about low morale?"

"Ye-e-es." I pulled down my hood and settled into my own bed. "It's to make us think that we feel anything here but pain. It's to _make_ us feel something but pain, because we feel like we must. It's so we'll find more amber, and maybe we'll find the precious Jewel that the witch is seeking. But I have been out on the sands every day for as long as I can remember, and I can tell you that the Jewel is not there." I shook my head solemnly.

Fishlegs scratched his head. "How old are you, Eggingarde?" he asked.

"I'm almost ten," I replied, "but I'm small for my age. It doesn't matter how small I am, though, because I'm a Wanderer and all Wanderers are scary!" I bared my teeth and growled. Fishlegs obviously hadn't caught on that he was supposed to look frightened, though, because he just kept staring at me like I was some unknown species of dragon or something. I growled again, and again. The third time Fishlegs got it. He leaped back in horror, crashed into the bed and pretended to fall down in a dead faint. I giggled as he sat up and rubbed his head.

"How old are you, Fishlegs?" I asked, to start a conversation.

"I'm almost fifteen," he said, "but I feel much older than that. This War . . . it does things to people. Makes them grow up too fast."

"I understand," I said, nodding. "I feel much older than almost ten too. I feel older than Stoick and Gobber and Baggybum all combined." I looked around, then leaned in as if to tell Fishlegs a secret. "Sometimes," I whispered, "I feel like I'm the oldest person in the world."

Fishlegs nodded. "Don't you miss those days," he said longingly, "when we were just children, without a care in the world except whether we could train a dragon? And I used to think that was the biggest problem of my life. I was so silly back then . . ."

"I've never lived a life like that," I said in response. "I've been here at Prison Darkheart for as long as I can remember."

A look of sympathy flashed through Fishlegs's face, and he glanced around the dormitory, no doubt wondering how someone could live like this for so long. I knew the answer — you don't. You survive here. You don't live.

"Tell me," I said slowly, "about training a dragon. What was it like? I've never seen a dragon. Did you stick together through sunshine and rain, through hail and snow? I've never seen snow, either. What does it look like? Does it sparkle in the sunlight like I always imagined? Tell me, Fishlegs. Tell me _everything_."

Fishlegs looked surprised for a moment, then began to talk. "My dragon . . . was named Horrorcow," he said, the words sticking in his throat at first. "She's a Basic Brown — just plain brown all over, with the basic spines, claws, and fire, but she had the sweetest eyes I've seen on any dragon. I couldn't help but fall in love with her at first sight." His eyes misted over as he was lost in the past.

"She was meant to be Hiccup's dragon, but she ended up mine instead. How did she end up in my dragon-basket, you may ask? Well, that's a long story. But we've got tons of time to tell it, so . . ."

* * *

><p>Snow was soft and crunched under your boots when you stepped in it. Sometimes it was over a foot deep, and then you would have to wear snowshoes to keep yourself from sinking into the snow. Sometimes snow came in storms or blizzards, beating hard against your face and piling up snowdrifts as tall as a house. Other times it fell lightly, tickling your cheeks like the smallest butterfly.<p>

I imagined the snow whipping around my face as Fishlegs spun the tale of the Quest to Find the Frozen Potato. I pulled my bear-suit tighter around me, shivering from the wintry setting of the story and the exhilaration of a Heroic Quest.

"You see, _Hiccup_ was the one who had Vorpentitis, not me. So when that speck of potato on the arrow was shot into his foot, he was cured. The next day, Hiccup found a tiny potato seed tangled in the feathers of the arrow. We planted it, and it sprouted, and now potatoes grow all over Berk, and no one will suffer a slow death from Vorpentitis ever again!" Fishlegs finished, his face quite red from all that storytelling. He wiped the sweat off his forehead with his shirt.

"You're a very good storyteller," I remarked. "Have you ever thought of becoming a _bard_?"

Fishlegs's whole face lit up when I said that. It lit up brighter than the Dragon Jewel on the sunniest day in history.

I wanted to be a bard, too. For a moment I envisioned it: him and me, him writing the songs and histories and me singing them for all the world to hear. The stories of Hiccup the Dragonwhisperer, and Humongously Hotshot the Hero, and of course the Tale of Stoick the Vast and the Impossible Task.

But then I remembered the grim reality of our situation. I am a slave, and Fishlegs is a slave, and we are bound to this prison by the Marks adorning our foreheads. I can never be a bard. I grew up here, and I will someday die here. It is the sad life of many a slave.

Unless we did something about it.

"Fishlegs," I said, the idea taking form in my mind, "we have to run away."

"What do you mean, _run away_?" Fishlegs asked incredulously. "Are you off your rocker?"

"I will be if I'm stuck here much longer," I replied, a smile spreading across my face. "Come on! You want to be a bard, don't you?"

"Well, now that I think about it, hunting for amber for the rest of my life doesn't sound so bad . . ." Fishlegs was always a terrible liar.

"Well, _I_ want to be a bard, so _I'm_ running away and if you want to come along too you might as well." I rested my chin on a bear-paw and began to think. "I've got it!" I shouted, jumping up into the air. "Fishlegs, give me your jacket."

He looked skeptical, but shrugged off his jacket all the same and handed it to me. With a hoot of glee, I raced into the now-deserted dining hall.

"What . . . are . . . you . . . doing?" Fishlegs hissed, trying to drag me back towards the dormitory by pulling on his jacket. I was not to be stopped, though. I kept running, but Fishlegs was stronger than his weedy arms suggested and SNAP! the scraggly jacket tore in two. I stumbled forward a few steps before regaining my balance and looked down at the ruined jacket dejectedly.

"Well, there goes my plan."

"What exactly _was_ your plan, anyway?" Fishlegs asked, jogging to catch up to me.

"It doesn't matter now anyway."

"Maybe it does." Fishlegs looked into my eyes in the same sympathetic-but-encouraging way I had looked at Stoick. "Come on, tell me."

"I was going to attach a leftover haddock from dinner to the end of your jacket," I explained sadly, "and attach the other end to the bars on the cell window. I was hoping one of the Dragon Rebellion dragons might get hungry and snatch up the haddock, and pull the bars out along with it. Then we could escape."

Fishlegs didn't respond immediately. He just looked at me curiously, an amused smile playing on his lips. Finally, he just said, "You remind me of another girl I used to know."

That was not the answer I was expecting. "You're not mad at me?" I asked. "Aren't you angry that I destroyed your jacket?"

He chuckled. "That jacket was half-ruined already. Really, it was no loss." I sighed in relief. "But seriously," Fishlegs continued, "let's stop with all the crazy escape plans and get a good night's rest. I have a plan." He started back towards the dormitory.

"_You_ have a plan?" I stomped after him, the sound of my bear-paws echoing in the cavernous hall. "What is it, sing Alvin and the witch to sleep with your magical golden harp? Throw your pillow at them and hope it'll smother them to death? Somehow, I find it hard to believe that _you_, of all people, actually has a plan."

"First of all, my pillow actually did almost smother Alvin once," Fishlegs defended. "Second of all, just trust me that I have a plan. And that plan involves a full night of sleep."

"And what exactly is this plan, O Boy-With-A-Face-Like-A-Haddock-That-Somebody-Trod-On?"

Fishlegs sighed and stopped in his tracks. "I intend to find the Dragon Jewel."

* * *

><p>"I'm telling you, I have gone out on the sands every day for as long as I can remember, and I am one hundred per cent certain that the Dragon Jewel <em>is not there<em>!"

Fishlegs and I were sludging through the shallows, our rickety yacht scraping against the sand beneath and making an odd sort of squelching noise that's hard to explain in words. It sounded like some Sea Monster burping up bubbles of sand after its last meal, spewing up the bones and blood for our little yacht to scrape against and grind into dust. But at the same time it seemed to be pulling the yacht in, as if the sands were still hungry and we could be sucked into its bottomless maw with a loud _squelch_ at any moment.

Needless to say, it was a bit creepy.

"Well, do you know of anywhere better to look?" Fishlegs responded quietly as he paddled through the red sands. "I thought so. I think it really is here, Eggingarde, it's just hidden somewhere no one would ever find without knowing where to search. It's exactly the kind of thing Grimbeard the Ghastly would do."

I shook my head. "Trust me, Fishlegs, it is not here. I have searched to the furthest accessible reaches of the sands, many times over. The only place on this land I haven't been is the hollow caves underneath the sand, and no one must ever go there."

"Perhaps the Dragon Jewel is hidden there," Fishlegs mused, "underneath the sand. That's why no one has been able to find it."

"Grimbeard the Ghastly wouldn't hide it down there. You can go in, down under the sands into the caves, but you can never get back up to the surface again. And when the tide comes in, the waves roll with Thor's thunder right up to the ceilings of those caves, and you will drown and die, if the lack of air doesn't get you first." I lowered my voice to a whisper. "Or if you haven't been eaten already by the Monster."

"Eggingarde, you're freaking me out," Fishlegs whispered with trepidation. "What are you talking about? What Monster?"

"The Monster of the Amber Slavelands," I replied, weaving out of the murky air the tale that had been passed down from generation to generation, all the way back to the first Lost in the time of Tomorrow and Grimbeard the Ghastly. "They say underneath the sands, near a rock shaped like a witch's finger, a Monster awaits its prey. No one knows what it looks like. Some say it's huge, bigger than the Dragon Furious, bigger than the sky itself, and if it spread out its wings it could blot out the very sun, and fire drips from its flame-red eyes onto the sands, scorching it red. Others say it's a gigantic snake, long enough to wrap around the whole wide world if it stretched itself out. It lies coiled underneath the Slavelands, hissing and waiting for some poor slave to fall into a sinkhole, down, down, down straight into its open jaws boiling with venom. And even others say that there is no one Monster at all, that it's thousands of tiny nanodragons, with venom so poisonous and fangs so sharp that one can kill a man in eight seconds with one bite. They attack a man's ankles and he falls down dead, and the dragons swarm in the thousands to share in the feast." I smiled. "I like that one the best. It is the small things, you see, that often change the course of Fate."

Fishlegs was now trembling next to me, looking around the bubbling sands anxiously as if he expected some horrible Monster to arise from beneath the ground at any moment.

"So you see why the Dragon Jewel would not be down there?" I finished.

Fishlegs remained still as a statue, knuckles frozen white around his oar. I imagined frost spreading out from his fingers, climbing up his arm and spreading across his face and body until he was a boy made of ice.

His fingers twitched. He began to row again, and the ice shattered, pieces burrowing into the sands like tiny spies for whatever Monster lurked down there in the depths of the earth. Smelling his fear and hungering for it.

"I was going to use it to buy our freedom," Fishlegs said quietly. "I was going to find the Dragon Jewel, and refuse to hand it over until the witch freed all of us. You, and me, and Stoick and Gobber and Baggybum and _everyone_." He hung his head. "I'm so stupid."

"You're not stupid."

Fishlegs raised his head just a tiny bit. "Yes, I am."

"You're talking to a girl who was planning to escape using a rotting haddock and your jacket."

"That just makes you crazy, not stupid." He looked back down again. "I said that you reminded me of a girl I once knew. She was crazy, I won't deny that, but she was anything but stupid. I'm stupid."

"You're not stupid, you're brave."

Fishlegs chuckled a little bit, a sound that should have come from a veteran warrior like Stoick the Vast, not a fifteen-year-old boy with arms like matchsticks who wanted to be a bard. "You know in Dragonese, the words 'brave' and 'stupid' are the same thing."

"Well, courage makes you do some stupid things." I put a comforting paw on Fishlegs's arm. "You know who the witch is. You know the evil she's capable of. Yet you still set out to find her Jewel, not because you were afraid of her but because you wanted to defy her. You're not stupid, you're a Hero."

"I'm not a Hero." He shook his head vehemently. "Humongously Hotshot is a Hero. Flashburn is a Hero. Great Thor, even Hiccup is a Hero, in his own way. I'm just a nobody who washed up on Berk in a lobster pot. I want to be a _bard_, for Thor's sake! I'm no Hero."

"Heroes come in many different shapes and sizes, faces and names. Heroes are —"

"Stop talking." Fishlegs held up a hand. There was something in his voice that made me reluctantly stop.

We were further out than I had realized, further out than I had planned to go. No birds sang in the sunset sky. The whole place was completely deserted. We were far into the Evil Reaches of the Amber Slavelands, the most dangerous part of all the sands. The place was ridded with sinkholes, and tiny dragons that bit your ankles with their sharp fangs.

And not twenty paces from our yacht, a peculiar object protruded from the sands. A rock shaped like a witch's finger. It was bony and knobbly and bloodied from the sands, and it pointed to the sky with a long, claw-like nail.

I shivered. This was one part of the Slavelands I had never been to before.

"We have to leave," I said, trying to hide how afraid I was. "We're too far out. We have to get back to the prison, before the tide comes in and washes us all away!"

"Washes us all away . . ." Fishlegs's eyes widened. "That's it!" he cried. "Eggingarde, you're a genius!"

"What are you talking about?" I asked, confused.

"Do you know what's beyond the red sands, Eggingarde?" he asked.

"N-no," I stammered. "I've never been beyond the sands. They seem to stretch out forever."

"We can't be sure of that. Forever is a long word," said Fishlegs excitedly.

"That's the way the witch talks," I muttered under my breath, too quiet for Fishlegs to hear.

"If the tide comes in this way, it must go out to the Open Ocean! Eggingarde, if we let the tide carry us out we'll be able to escape!"

"All tides lead to the ocean," I whispered, a smile slowly spreading across my face. "Of course! Fishlegs, you're a genius!"

"The sea will carry us to the Eastern Isles," he said. "That's the land of the Uglithugs and Visithugs — we don't want to go there — and the Peaceable Country. The Peaceables are one of the more reasonable Tribes, as far as Vikings go. We could probably get them to lend us a boat and we could get back to Berk!" He pumped a fist in the air.

"And the North," I reminded him, "to find my grandmother and Bear-Mama."

"Yeah, yeah, of course. Now let's get going! I want to catch the tide as fast as possible."

"I don't think you'll need to do that." I pointed out beyond the Evil Reaches. "The tide is nearly here."

* * *

><p>The first wave broke before reaching us. A hundred years ago, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Second broke on the beaches of Tomorrow, collapsing onto the sand as his life force left him. Blood poured from the cavity in his chest where it is said we harbour our love and compassion, and the blood soaked the sands of the city of a hundred castles. When the tide came in, it was all washed away, leaving only a brown echo on a ghost of a Throne. The heart of a Hero broke apart into a million tiny particles, so small you could no longer see them, but it was still there, like Prison Darkheart looming over the perfect world of the Archipelago. Today, we drink Hiccup the Second's blood and swim in his death. On the day of the dragon's grave, we watched as his spirit and soul gently lapped at our yacht, not budging in the slightest.<p>

The second wave pushed the yacht off its feet, and we lurched upward for one terrifying moment, hovering in the air for a second like some crazy balancing act, before splashing back into the water. I gasped, the freezing autumn seawater drenching my bear-suit from head to toe. I shut my eyes tight. We would not stand the buffeting waves. This yacht was not built to sail. We would sink to the bottom, and be carried away by the tide, and die of hypothermia or drown, whichever came first . . .

My thoughts were interrupted by a "Woohoo!" of joy from Fishlegs. It took me a minute to process this. "Woohoo" is usually not an indication of doom. "Woohoo" is actually an expression of great happiness. Therefore, "woohoo" must mean we were _not_ sinking, and actually _floating_, which should have had a _negative_ chance of actually happening . . . I slo-o-owly peeled open one eye with a furry finger, and saw blue all around. I opened the other and gazed at my new surroundings.

It was more water than I had seen as long as I could remember. I'll never forget it. Just blue, all around, untainted by the red sands, little waves pulling and receding, pushing and pulling on us. It was far from the peace I envisioned the ocean to be — it was always in motion, always either helping us along or fighting against us. And the yacht had to struggle to keep up; it wasn't borne easily across the infinite sea.

We had done it. After almost ten years of being trapped in this darkness I was finally free to see the light! I let out a bear-cry of joy. Fishlegs hugged me, picked me up and spun me around until the weight imbalance made the yacht tip forward and he quickly sat down again. For the first time in forever I didn't mind being picked up. For the first time in forever I dared to hope. "We did it," I whispered.

"Wait." Fishlegs held his hand up. He brushed the other hand in the soft waves, frowning. "Is it just me, or are we going backwards?"

I gulped, looking behind me and realizing he was right. The tide was coming _in_, not going out. Meaning we would be swept right back to the beach of Prison Darkheart.

"Go go go go GO!" Fishlegs shouted, picking up his oar and beginning to row forward as fast as possible. I grabbed mine and did the same. We paddled and paddled, desperate to beat the tide. But it was more than that. We were desperate to beat the tide, desperate to show, in the small way that we could, that Alvin and the witch were not invincible. Like the city of Tomorrow, one act could crumble them to ashes. We were rowing away and rowing _toward_. Rowing away from the darkness and into the light.

We were rowing so hard that neither of us noticed the wave. It reared up up UP like one of the great sea-horses of Odin and crashed down down DOWN as Fenrir the wolf, jaws snapping shut to bite off the hand of Tyr.

Splintering wood splintered flesh and the blood of enemies mixed in the water and Fenrir the Man-of-War devoured the hand that fed it and let it fall, broken and torn, out of his bloody jaws onto the bloodier sand littered with the bones of a thousand souls.

And the Evil Reaches by the rock shaped like a witch's finger, pointing cruelly at the sea in the sky, eyes on talons winking like a red herring in the sunlight.

* * *

><p>I awoke to a rough boot poking me in the side. I tried to lift my head, but it felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. Exhausted by the small effort, I let it sink back into the sand.<p>

"She's awake!" the man who poked me exclaimed. I couldn't see him, but based on the smell I could bet he was a Murderous. Meaning he was _not_ who I wanted to find me.

I heard a groan and lifted my head again, to see where Fishlegs was. A stabbing pain shot through my head but I found it a bit easier this time to move it. A few yards away, Fishlegs was being hauled to his feet by Very-Vicious the Visithug. His glasses were shattered and his face was bleeding, but that blood paled in comparison to the dark red stain spreading rapidly across his tunic. A wooden shaft protruded out of his side — the mast of our yacht. I looked away. I had seen worse . . . but those people usually died.

Maybe it would be better if Fishlegs died, so he wouldn't have to suffer the consequences.

Fishlegs looked my way and gave a halfhearted smile that looked more like a grimace.

I just shook my head. It was my fault, my fault that we had tried to escape, my fault that we had been caught, my fault that Fishlegs was probably dying, my fault, my fault, all my fault.

If I were any other almost-ten-year-old, I most likely would have begun crying right then and there. But I am a Wanderer, and Wanderers are wild. Wanderers do not cry. Wanderers do not show pain, or fear, or guilt, no matter what they are feeling inside. Wanderers stay strong for their parents, and children, and brothers and cousins and . . . friends.

I pushed myself to my feet before that Murderous brute could haul me up. I was dizzy from the pain but forced myself to stand. The world spun around me and I was the anchor, the mast, the pillar that stayed standing through sunshine and rain, hail and snow. The post that stayed strong as the ground wept blood around her and slowly took her only friend's life.

_Are you all right?_ Fishlegs mouthed.

_I'm fine._ I gestured to his wound. _Better than you._

He glanced down at the shaft poking out of his torso as if it was the first time he noticed it, and gave that same smile-grimace as if to say, _I've had worse._

"Come on." I felt the point of a spear poke through my bear suit and, agonizing as it was, began to walk back to the prison. I had to force myself to put one foot in front of the other, to keep my head held high, to set my mouth in a straight, determined line as not to show how afraid and defeated I felt.

I am a Wanderer, and Wanderers are wild. We are not meant to be caged like animals, chained in the hold of a slave-ship, labeled by the Marks burned into our foreheads, searching for a fire-jewel every day in a place where it never snows.

Fishlegs was a Viking, and Vikings are brave. They should not have their beards hacked off at the roots, their armour and weapons taken from them, doing work too delicate for fighters' hands.

Dragons are wild and brave and flying and free. Yet they have been turned into Slavedragons, struck blind to obey their master's whip. They have been used as weapons, launching their boulders and arrows and fire and all things awful in a war they did not choose to fight in. And they die in their gilded cages, stabbed by a poisoned sword or sliced apart by the claws of a blood-brother, and few men take the time to lay their helmets on their dead dragons' still chests.

We all die in war. To lose your home, to have the Slavemark burned into your skin, to gain a friend, to lose a friend, these are all deaths. And one by one these deaths bleach your skin and hair to a ghostly white and once-flowing blood and once-beating heart seeps into the red sands, feeding the Monster, always feeding the Monster.

It eats and it eats and we feed it willingly, for we do not know the full extent of what it truly takes.

A single tear rolled down my cheek and I did not wipe it away. It fell down onto the sands and burst, feeding the Monster who eats and eats and takes everything, everything.

* * *

><p>"STOP!" I had been looking down the whole time and only saw a pair of polished boots blocking our path. But I knew who the voice belonged to.<p>

"Where are you going with these two slaves?" Snotface Snotlout, Chief of the Hooligan Tribe, asked almost casually. "They should all be in the —" He stopped, noticing Fishlegs behind me. His eyes widened a little, taking on the look of a wolf when he finds his prey trapped.

"We found them washed up on the beach, Chief," Very-Vicious explained, not noticing the change in Snotlout's expression. "I assume they were caught by the tide —"

"Why would a slave be caught by the tide?" Snotlout asked, feigning bewilderment. "Especially _you_ of all people, Eggingarde. It's very suspicious, is it not, that you have been here for so many years and you didn't know to paddle back to Prison Darkheart before the tide came in?"

Quick as a flash, he shoved Very-Vicious aside and grabbed the front of Fishlegs's shirt, pulling him close. His eyes narrowed. Murderous.

"In fact, someone might even say you were trying to . . . _escape_."

I dared to look at Fishlegs's face, and I wish I hadn't. His face was etched with the most terrifying kind of fear, a terror that I had never experienced in all my years in Prison Darkheart. It was the petrified look of someone who dared not to even breathe, for fear of their life. He didn't even move his eyes. He was as still as the sky.

"I'll take Fishlegs and Eggingarde from here," Snotlout said, still holding Fishlegs's terrified gaze. "You two go back to your regular duties. You don't want the witch seeing you away from your posts."

At the mention of the witch, Very-Vicious and his Murderous friend scrambled back down the hallway as fast as they could.

As soon as they had disappeared, Snotlout rammed a fist into Fishlegs's stomach. He collapsed to the floor, clutching his gut. The blood began to soak his shirt faster.

"You and the little Wanderer brat tried to escape, didn't you?" Snotlout shouted over Fishlegs's body. "You tried to beat the tide in your yacht, but it beat you. Don't deny it."

Tears streaming down his face, Fishlegs nodded. But this new discovery didn't put triumph on Snotlout's face. Instead he reached over and tugged out the wooden shaft from Fishlegs's side, making him scream and recoil in pain. I winced. He had no doubt left some splinters in there.

"You took everything from me, Fishlegs," he snarled, "you and the little weirdo. This is why your kind have to be killed when they're young, not just thrown out, because there's a chance that a lobster pot might wash up on a beach and the baby inside might live to grow up and _change everything_." He aimed a kick at Fishlegs's side. "That was for my crown." He stomped down hard on his face, sending blood spattering the walls. "That was for my childhood." Snotlout raised the yacht-mast high above his head. "And this," he panted, "is for my home."

I leaped forward, knocking the mast from Snotlout's hands. "STOP IT!"

For a second he stared at me with blazing fury, and I was almost afraid he would send a lightning bolt from his eyes and strike me dead. Then the edges of his mouth turned up. A disbelieving half-smirk.

"Why, Fish-eggs," he drawled, "I didn't know you had a _girlfriend_."

The blow came out of nowhere, and I fell to the ground, my cheek stinging from Snotlout's fist.

"She is a _child_, Snotlout!" Fishlegs rasped, the same fire burning in his eyes as did Snotlout's. Fifteen years of rage and hatred and humiliation welled behind those eyes, but he was too weak to do anything about it.

"As are you, Fishlegs," he responded calmly. "As am I." He raised his boot and brought it down hard on my wrist. My blood met Fishlegs's on the walls — he had put _spikes_ on the bottom of his boots! He lifted his boot again, preparing to shatter the already broken bone, to make sure I would never use that hand again. I cringed, waiting for the final blow.

But it never came. When you wait for something all your life, for minutes or hours or days or years or whatever is your life, and it doesn't come, you feel _betrayed_. A missed swipe at freedom. A potato snatched away by the Doomfang. An amber Jewel, falling in slow-motion from a god'ss hand into the jaws of a monster.

I was not relieved when Gobber shouted at Snotlout to leave. I watched with disinterest as he picked up his former student by his ankle and flung him from the hallway as if he were a bug. I didn't care when Stoick ripped off a strip of his own shirt to bandage Fishlegs's wound, or when Baggybum lifted me in his huge arms, cradling me like he must have done to Snotlout when he was a baby, muttering something about how "I am ashamed to call myself his father".

It didn't matter. None of it mattered.

Nothing ever matters.

* * *

><p>Well, you know the rest of the story. There was no real damage done. I'm writing this with my hand, so obviously I'm fine. And my heart is so scarred already there's nothing anyone can say or do to me that will break it now.<p>

Fishlegs was Lost in the Seeking, dragged down underneath the sands by the Monster of the Amber Slavelands. It was a horrifying creature, with five eyes upon the ends of its five needle-like talons like periscopes, and with those claws it dragged Fishlegs down, deep deep down into the abyss, never to be seen again, leaving only those giant footprints in the sand to be washed away by the tide.

But I think we all know who the real Monster is.

It's not Snotlout, although he was admittedly a bit of a monster. But don't blame him for it. It wasn't his fault. He couldn't help being a monster just as much as I can't help being a Wanderer, and Wanderers are wild.

It's not Alvin, either. I hardly ever saw the man (if you could call him that) as he preferred to let the Chiefs handle the slaves. I wouldn't know if he was a monster or not. He certainly doesn't look like one, now. He looks like a Man-of-War, a Hero of Old clad in shining armour. Shining armour to hide the blackened heart inside.

I wish the witch was the Monster, but she's not either. It's too bad — if she was the most I had to be afraid of, I could sleep a bit more soundly at night. Nightmares of the witch and her clickety-clack fingernails would be paradise compared to what haunts my dreams now.

No, the real Monster of the Amber Slavelands is . . . this. This whole place, Prison Darkheart, the Slavelands and the sands and everything. It's a monster that eats up a thousand people for dinner and still goes back for dessert. It's a monster that takes people's lives, and their families, and their everything and spits them up in the Dragon's Graveyard as rotting skeletons. And unfortunately for us, it's a monster that everyone has sadly forgotten. We are as alone as the loneliest Neverbird singing in the ruins of Tomorrow.

This is why I'm telling this story. I am going to roll up these papers and put them in a bottle, and send it out into the sands when the tide comes in. Maybe it will float out to the Open Seas, and it will wash up on the shore of some distant land and someone will find it and come to free all of us from the Monster's belly and the amber's clutches. Maybe it is too much to hope. It probably is.

But as Fishlegs often said, nothing is imPOSSIBLE, just imPROBABLE.

If you did find this and you're reading it, I'm sorry that I had to tell this particular story. It's ugly and awful and try as you might there's nothing good you can take from it. But I had to tell this story, because it's the only way you'll be able to see the cruelty that goes on in Prison Darkheart, a cruelty more endless than the red sands stretching out to the sea for ever.

Again, I'm sorry you had to read this. But if I was living in a happier place, I might tell stories with happier endings.


	4. A Mother's Love

A/N: Because most fanfiction is the spawn of Tumblr headcanons and Tumblr is the spawn of Satan himself, this one-shot now exists.

* * *

><p><strong>A MOTHER'S LOVE<strong>

Valhallarama prided herself on her stealth.

She could sneak behind enemy lines on the battlefield, disguised as a blond soldier, and learn the secrets of the other side. She could hide in a tree, or a cave, or a knot-hole for days or even weeks, not uttering a sound, fleeing from others who sought what she sought. And perhaps more importantly, she could conceal her feelings — her longing for home, and her love of her husband and son, the son who was not a runt, but something special.

This particular brand of stealth had allowed her to follow an Alvinsman unseen, concealed by the fog on her Silver Phantom. Her stealth had led her to the Hideout Behind the Waterfall, admittedly the most clever war bunker Valhallarama had ever laid eyes on. The crazy town-on-stilts of the Alvinsmen was so ingenious that the warrior in the woman longed to spend a little more time exploring it, figuring out the logistics of such a hideout, and learning exactly how the Alvinsmen did it so as to replicate it one day.

But no. She had a mission, and she could not deviate. Hiding underneath a building, Valhallarama thought. Where would Alvin hide the Lost Things? It would be most secure to keep them in ten different hiding places, but that wouldn't be very efficient if he needed to make a quick getaway. It was most likely that they would be kept somewhere easy to get to and easily hidden, and close to a ship for painless transportation.

Or . . . _on_ a ship.

Valhallarama knew she had hit the nail on the head.

"Silver Phantom, go to the docks," she whispered in her beautiful dragon's ear. The dragon streaked off like a bullet, weaving through and dodging the wooden posts holding up the Alvinsmen's lives.

One cut of her sword would bring them all down . . .

_No_. She had a mission, and she could not deviate.

Suddenly, the Silver Phantom stopped short as a trap door in the floor of one of the buildings flew open. Valhallarama narrowly missed being hit in the face. She and the Silver Phantom edged backwards into the shadows. What was going on? She could hear the witch's repellent voice, and strained to make out the words.

"You are going to tell me where your mother and the rest of the Dragonmarkers are hiding, or else I am going to lower your down into this freezing water, wrapped in chains, and leave you down there until you see sense, or drown, whichever is the sooner."

_Ohhh suffering scallops,_ she realized. _This is an interrogation._

She ran through a mental list of all the Dragonmarkers who had been captured recently. Thuggory the Meathead, Grabbit of Grim, Boily of Bashem, Gobber the Belch . . . she hoped with all her heart that it was not Gobber in that room.

"I will _never_ betray my friends," she heard, and her heart plummeted down to her boots.

It was her son _Hiccup_ in that room.

_Foolish boy, you should have stayed in the hideout like I told you._

The Silver Phantom gave a snort, and murmured a few words in Dragonese. Valhallarama didn't speak Dragonese, of course, but she could understand the general gist of what her dragon was saying: _Stay focused on the mission. The boy is not your concern._

But he was her _son._

"The Winterfleshers have gathered," the witch was now saying, "so Hiccup will not only have freezing water to contend with, but the bite of Winterfleshers. Winterfleshers are small but they are deadly in packs, and they will certainly attack a chained child."

That did it. She didn't care what her mission was. She didn't care what the Silver Phantom said. She was rescuing her only son.

A roar of protest followed that statement, and Valhallarama could only hope that they were from her fellow captured Dragonmarkers. Maybe she could rescue Hiccup and her friends all in one go.

Now Valhallarama heard the voice of Alvin the Treacherous — curse his name to Valhalla and beyond! "But he might get away!"

"Pish posh," purred the witch. "You worry too much, Alvin, my little lobster-pot. He's completely wrapped in chains! How can he possibly get away? The boy is not superhuman! He's not even a Hero!"

At this Valhallarama clenched her fists at her sides. Her son was a Hero through and through.

"He's just a perfectly ordinary small boy," continued the witch. "You will realise this when he betrays his own people, and you Dragonmarkers —"

So they _were_ there.

"— will see that your so-called Leader is not worthy of your loyalty . . . LOWER HIM THROUGH THE TRAP DOOR! AND EVERYBODY, FEEL ABSOLUTELY FREE TO CHANGE SIDES AT ANY MOMENT!"

Valhallarama almost scoffed. Her Dragonmarkers would never betray Hiccup's side.

The best method of rescue would be in the water, where she could steal Hiccup away unseen and sneak both of them out. But her hopes were dashed when Hiccup emerged through the trapdoor.

Like the witch had said, he was covered head to toe in chains. She had no lockpick, and even Valhallarama's best sword could not cut through iron.

The Silver Phantom said something else, which Valhallarama interpreted as _See, there's no way of rescuing the boy. Return to the mission._

She knew Hiccup would never tell the witch the location of the Dragonmarker hideout. He was stronger than that. He would protect his parents and everyone else who took the Dragonmark for his cause, or die trying.

She had to be strong, too. She could not rescue her son, so wasting time watching Hiccup would be useless. Her heart said to stay — but she couldn't.

"Silver Phantom," she choked out through her tears, "to the docks."

The dragon and warrior woman flew away.

Valhallarama did not see Stormfly scaring away the Winterfleshers. She did not see the Windwalker breathing air into Hiccup to keep him from drowning. She did not see Snotface Snotlout, that treasonous traitor of traitors, turn on the witch and free the Dragonmarkers from their cages.

She did not see any of this at all.


	5. The Ruins of Tomorrow

A/N: Written because HICCUP THE FIRST NEEDS MORE LOVE.

* * *

><p><strong>THE RUINS OF TOMORROW<strong>

_This is Berk. It's twelve days north of Hopeless and a few degrees south of Freezing to Death. It's located solidly on the Meridian of Misery. In a word? Sturdy. We have fishing, hunting, and a charming view of the sunsets. The only problems are the pests. You see, most places have mice or mosquitoes. We have . . . dragons._

A flaming arrow was shot into the sky, followed by two more, and two more after that, until nine arrows in total were in a perfect V of fire ascending steadily into the midnight heavens. They rose on, fearless of the atmosphere's graduating thinness or the smoky pull of gravity. The arrows shone so bright that they dimmed the very stars themselves with their one united purpose.

Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the First, the Hope and Heir to the Tribe of Hairy Hooligans, watching this absurd light show through his telescope-thingy, suddenly realized that these were not arrows at all. These were dragons. Murderous Sky Dragons, to be precise — he recognized them from their torpedo-like shapes, how the dragons tucked in their wings close to their bodies for maximum speed, and their nasty habit of setting themselves on fire.

Hiccup heard the heavy clomping of his father's boots as he took his place behind him. Chief Strongfist of the Thunderously Huge Biceps, Terror of the Seas, O Hear His Name and Tremble, Ugh, Ugh squinted at the small blurry shapes over the crest of the hill.

"Looks like another raid," he said darkly. "I'll go rouse the Warriors. And I suppose we'll need the Water-Dragons as well." He grunted and made to leave.

"But Father," said Hiccup, still with an eye to the telescope-thingy, "this doesn't look like a normal raid. The dragons never allow themselves to be made known before they attack. It doesn't make sense, but it almost seems like they're showing off."

"Nonsense, son," said Strongfist. "That's a raid if I've ever seen one. Third one this week. Curse those dragons to Valhalla and back." The stomping of his boots faded away as he ran down the hill back toward the village.

But Hiccup remained, watching. The Sky Dragons had not moved. They stayed motionless but for the flapping of their great wings, the outline of a fiery mountain before a backdrop of sky and sea.

No, this was not a normal raid at all.

The dragons had always been predictable. Hiccup had watched countless raids, attacks, and counterattacks. He knew their formations, the methodical way they lay waste to the villages, one by one. He could see their next move like it had already happened, because often the dragons' tactics were what he would have done himself, had he been in the Great Green Sea Dragon's shoes. Their attacks were not mindless acts of killing. They chose what to destroy and what to leave untouched. They were cunning; they knew how to evade the dragon-traps and Viking spears, and create as much destruction as possible with minimal damage to themselves. It was like they were intelligent creatures, harboring in their skulls of various sizes more than the simple instincts of common animals.

If this was true, then everything the Vikings knew about the dragons was wrong.

The Viking War Cry resounded through the echo-y hills — a horrifying, electrifying shriek that begins by mimicking the furious yell of a swooping predator, which then turns into the victim's scream of pure terror, and ends with a horribly realistic imitation of the death-gurgles as he chokes on his own blood. Shouted by all the Warriors of the Hooligan Tribe at once, it once chilled Hiccup's bones to the very marrow.

Now it was just a sound that, more often than not, accompanied a usual night.

At the sound of the Cry, the flaming Sky Dragons swiveled toward the origin of the sound, reformed into a circle around the Warriors, and ignited the bracken around them. They were trapped in a ring of fire.

This was no raid. This was organized murder.

Hiccup ran.

And as he ran, he had an awful, unshakable feeling that something was following him. Stalking him. Waiting to pounce for the kill. Hiccup was a reasonable boy but trusted his instincts, and he darted behind one of three thousand trees in the Midnight Forest — right before he heard the definite sound of wingbeats, getting closer. He tried to shrink into the shadows and into himself.

He waited in silence, daring not even to breathe. From the other side of the tree, Hiccup could hear the ragged panting of the Creature.

"**Where is he?**" the Creature hissed to itself. "**Where is the Hiccup boy?**"

Now, Hiccup did not yet understand Dragonese, so he didn't understand what the Creature was saying. If he had, I'm sure he would have run away as fast as his small human legs could carry him. But he DID understand the word "Hiccup" (for the word is the same in both Norse and Dragonese), and everything that this discovery entailed froze Hiccup on the spot, with his back against a tree trunk and a murderous Creature only a metre away. In a mere split second, he realized:

1) this Creature was a Dragon who spoke Dragonese,

2) therefore, this Dragon was most likely part of the Great Green Sea Dragon's army,

3) but this Dragon was not with the Sky Dragons circling the Hooligan Warriors,

4) and the Dragon knew his name,

5) so the Dragon was most likely on a mission to kill him,

6) which meant that the Sky Dragons were merely a distraction,

7) so Hiccup had been right all along,

8) but was that really important right now?

9) I mean, he was one metre away from fiery doom.

_Ohhh suffering scallops._

Hiccup had hardly thought the sentence before the Dragon gave a screech and an enormous claw embedded itself in the dirt, only a finger-length from where he was hiding. He gasped and jumped out of the way, a half-second before another claw fixed itself in the tree trunk. If Hiccup hadn't moved, he would have been impaled like a fish on a stick.

A slight wind blew through the air, and the branches above Hiccup creaked ever so slightly. That gave him an idea. Ever so quietly, he reached up one hand and grabbed hold of a relatively thin, bendy branch. He pulled the branch down as far as it could without splitting, and then let . . . it . . . go.

Like a catapult, the branch whipped backwards and struck the Dragon with a satisfying crunch. Hiccup heard a pained squawk, a _thud_ as the Dragon crashed into the tree, and a flurry of wings as it tried to get away. Relieved at the distraction, Hiccup ran away as fast as he could.

Only afterwards did he realize he had missed something very important. Even as he ran, and the sounds of the Dragon grew softer, and the forest passed behind his line of sight, the Dragon never stopped fighting. It had never gotten free.

* * *

><p>Every Warrior of the Hooligan tribe perished that night, and almost as many women and children died as well, trapped in burning homes. Berk was a ghost town now, a shell of its former self. The broken black skeletons of houses and buildings fluttered and crumbled in the ashen air.<p>

It was a solemn Crowning indeed; the twenty or so remaining Hooligans gathered in the ruins of tomorrow to induct the Hooligan Tribe's young Chief. Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the First.

Chief Strongfist's Crown had burned and so had his Throne; Hiccup sat numbly on a large Stone instead, while the Eldest Elder drew a Mark on his forehead out of ashes.

Hiccup hated it. The Mark of ashes only reminded him of all he had lost — his father, his home, his broken childhood. And as Chief, he would now have to pick up the pieces.

The forest had not burned like the village. The dragons had spared it. Maybe, maybe it could cleanse him, wipe away the fire and claws and death from his memory and soul. Unseen, he slipped away into the trees.

A crooked trail of crushed leaves and broken branches still remained from his panicked flight into and out of the woods. Hiccup picked his way through the wreckage; the birds and small woodland animals who had died from falling branches or the smoke or fear, he did not step over, but carefully placed in his satchel to bury later.

Soon, Hiccup found himself at the tree behind which he had hidden, that night that he must forget. Deep claw marks had been gouged into the wood and the dirt, and Hiccup remembered with nightmarish clarity how close he had been to being pulverized like that turned-up soil.

_Where is the Dragon, I wonder?_ Hiccup thought to himself. _He must have flown back to the Great Green Sea Dragon._

_Why did he want to kill me?_

"**The Hiccup boy! I see you . . . I hear you . . .**"

At the sound of his name, hissed in a familiarly foreign tongue, Hiccup slo-o-owly tipped his head upward in dread.

Trapped in the lower branches of the tree, all twisted and wound up and its eyes glazed with pain, was the Dragon.

Caught in its hypnotizing eye-beams, Hiccup forgot to be afraid. He forgot to run away.

He forgot how to kill a dragon, because it looked as frightened as Hiccup was. He looked at the Dragon . . . and saw himself. Trapped, alone, lost. Broken.

Hiccup started to climb.

He reached into his satchel and held out the cold limp body of a thrush. The Dragon looked at him again, with those bright, inquisitive, greengage eyes . . . and snatched the bird out of Hiccup's hand. The sheer speed of the Dragon's reflexes astounded Hiccup. He had never seen a dragon so close up. He held out another bird, which the starving dragon seized and swallowed just as quickly.

Hiccup pulled his knife from his belt and laid it on the Dragon's wing. He forced himself to look straight into the Dragon's intelligent eyes, almost as if he was asking for permission. The Dragon's eyes responded yes.

In the boy, the dragon.

And in the dragon, the boy.


End file.
